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What makes a credible ecolabel?   

As interest in sustainability conƟnues to grow, people want easy ways to idenƟfy an environmentally 
preferable product.  The past decade has witnessed a dramaƟc increase in the number of ecolabels and 
environmental claims on both consumer and commercial products, and buyers want assurance that 
these ecolabels and claims are credible, and are not “greenwashing.” PracƟƟoners who evaluate the 
credibility of ecolabels oŌen look at the three key aspects: 
 
 Does the organizaƟon issuing a claim or ecolabel follow preferred pracƟces in terms of its manage-

ment, governance, and operaƟons? 
 How well does the ecolabel’s underlying standard define and ulƟmately lead to improvement for 

the important sustainability issues? 
 How well does the market recognize the ecolabel? 
 
This document addresses the first item – the preferred pracƟces related to the organizaƟons involved 
in ecolabels and environmental markeƟng claims. Note that the focus is just on the organizaƟonal prac-
Ɵces related to making credible environmental markeƟng claims; we did not aƩempt to define organi-
zaƟonal preferred pracƟces for general sustainability performance, environmental or safety operaƟng 
pracƟces, etc. 
 
The OrganizaƟonal Credibility Workgroup began by defining current marketplace pracƟces in ecolabel-
ing and environmental claims.  As we surveyed the ecolabel landscape, we found a myriad of guidance 
and informaƟon– at varying levels of complexity and technical depth, and wriƩen for audiences rang-
ing from the interested consumer to the highly informed expert. The need for a synthesis of the cur-
rent use of ecolabels by different stakeholders became apparent, and we sought to summarize key 
stakeholder’s interest in ecolabels credibility in one document.  One of the goals in doing so was to un-
derstand where there may be gaps in informaƟon, guidance, or best pracƟce to draw upon.  We drew 
heavily on exisƟng references, such as the ISO 14020-series of standards that address ecolabels and 
environmental claims, and the good work done elsewhere over the past two decades by other individu-
als and organizaƟons, such as ISEAL’s Code of Good PracƟces. Implicit in a discussion of preferred prac-
Ɵces is that organizaƟons comply with all regulatory requirements related to environmental claims, 
and that this document will be updated in the future as more experience is gained.   
  
The document is intended to help inform anyone who is aƩempƟng to evaluate “what is a credible eco-
label”.  The document should be helpful for enƟƟes involved in making, interpreƟng, using, or substan-
ƟaƟng environmental claims on products.  These enƟƟes include, for example,  product manufacturers, 
retailers, consumers, insƟtuƟonal and commercial buyers, developers of environmental product stand-
ards, eco-label issuers, cerƟfiers, dispute resoluƟon enƟty, federal government, accreditaƟon bodies, 
other interested stakeholders, and an authoritaƟve or coordinaƟng enƟty.  We expect that the infor-
maƟon below would also be used in conjuncƟon with the FTC’s Guidelines for Environmental Mar-
keƟng Claims. 
 

Preferred PracƟces for OrganizaƟonal Credibility 
(Version 1) 
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Several clarifying notes are important to remember when using this table:   
 The term “product” includes both “product and services”. 
 The term “environmental claims” includes both environmental and health aspects of a 

product’s performance.  
 The ISO 14020-series standards include ISO 14020, 14021, 14024, and 14025. 
 Consumers as an enƟty is not included below because consumers do not have “best pracƟces” 

– the purpose of this document is to ensure best pracƟces are followed for the benefit of con-
sumers.  

 

 
 

 Self-declared environmental claims conform to ISO 14021 pracƟces 
 Environmental Product DeclaraƟons conform to ISO 14025 pracƟces. 
 When elecƟng to use a third party ecolabel, product manufacturers contract with those eco-

labeling programs that meet the criteria set forth in secƟon 5 and 6 of this document.   
 Environmental claims and endorsements conform to the relevant FTC Green Claims Guides 

where products are sold,  
 Environmental claims are substanƟated and made publicly and readily available.  If the infor-

maƟon needed to substanƟate the claim includes confidenƟal business informaƟon, then the 
data supporƟng the claim can be verified or cerƟfied by a third party to maintain confidenƟali-
ty.  If the manufacturer uses self-declared environmental claims, detailed documentaƟon 
sufficient to substanƟate the claim is publicly available upon request. 

 Measures, monitors, and evaluates the product’s environmental performance and works to 
conƟnuously improve the environmental and safety performance of the product. 

 
 

 
& Environmental Claims  
 Have an environmental purchasing policy that includes a system to recognize legiƟmate and 

meaningful environmental claims on products communicated in accordance with ISO 14020-
series standards and FTC guidelines.  

 Procure products that are evaluated for effecƟveness and that conƟnually improve their envi-
ronmental performance. 

 Make environmental claims in accordance with relevant FTC Green Claims Guides and ISO 
14020-series standards.   

 Environmental claims are substanƟated.  If the informaƟon needed to substanƟate the claim 
includes confidenƟal business informaƟon, then the data supporƟng the claim is third party 
verified or cerƟfied. DocumentaƟon sufficient to substanƟate the claim is made readily availa-
ble.  

 Request environmental data from suppliers in a standardized way, consistent with globally 
accepted environmental metrics and reporƟng pracƟces. 

 

1.  Product Manufacturers 

2.  Retailers 
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 Procure products that have environmental claims communicated in accordance with ISO 

14020-series  standards and FTC guidelines  
 Have an environmental purchasing policy that addresses the environmental performance of 

products purchased in large dollar volume, and that have the greatest environmental impact.  
 Procure products that are evaluated for effecƟveness and environmental performance.  Have 

a process  to recognize legiƟmate and meaningful environmental claims and work toward 
sourcing products that aim for conƟnuous environmental improvement 

 Have access to a product raƟng system that idenƟfies important  product aƩributes that re-
duce environmental impacts of concern.   

 Request environmental data from suppliers in standardized way, consistent with globally ac-
cepted metrics and environmental reporƟng pracƟces. 

 Work with facility managers, product users, and product specifiers (such as architects and en-
gineers) to incorporate environmentally preferable products into the design of systems.   

 

 
 
 Meet the standards development process requirements found in ISO 140241, ANSI EssenƟal 

Requirements2, and/or ISEAL Codes of Good PracƟce3. These requirements include: (1) open-
ness, (2) balance of interests, (3) lack of dominance, (4) coordinaƟon and harmonizaƟon with 
other standards efforts, (5) noƟficaƟon of standards development, (6) consideraƟon of views 
and objecƟons, (7) consensus orientaƟon, (8) appeals process, (9) transparency, and (10) 
avoidance of conflict of interest.  

 Consider life cycle environmental impacts and follow accepted protocols for the content of 
standards outlined in ISO 140244, ISO Guide 645, and ISO 104216. This includes: (1) selecƟvity 
(ensuring the criteria are not too weak and meaningfully differenƟate products), (2) basic cri-
teria (ensuring the criteria are not too aggressive), (3) product funcƟon characterisƟcs 
(ensuring the product actually works), (4) compliance and verificaƟon (verifiable criteria), (5) 
scienƟfic basis of product environmental criteria, (6) coverage of at least one major environ-

3.  InsƟtuƟonal and Commercial Buyers  

4.   Developers of Environmental Product Standards  

1ISO 14024; First ediƟon 1999-04-01; Environmental labels and declaraƟons — Type I environmental labeling — Principles and 
procedures. It can be found at hƩp://www.iso.org/iso/catalogue_detail.htm?csnumber=23145 
 
2ANSI EssenƟal Requirements: Due process requirements for American NaƟonal Standards EdiƟon: January 2010. This publica-
Ɵon can be found at hƩp://publicaa.ansi.org/sites/apdl/Documents/Standards%20AcƟviƟes/American%20NaƟonal%
20Standards/Procedures,%20Guides,%20and%20Forms/2010%20ANSI%20EssenƟal%20Requirements%20and%
20Related/2010%20ANSI%20EssenƟal%20Requirements.pdf 
 
3ISEAL Code of Good PracƟce for Seƫng Social and Environmental Standards P005 – Version 5.01 – April, 2010. See hƩp://
www.isealalliance.org/sites/default/files/P005%20ISEAL%20Std-Seƫng%20Code%20v5.01%20Apr10_0.pdf 
 
4ISO 14024; First ediƟon 1999-04-01; Environmental labels and declaraƟons — Type I environmental labeling — Principles and 
procedures. It can be found at hƩp://www.iso.org/iso/catalogue_detail.htm?csnumber=23145 
 
5ISO GUIDE 64: Guide for addressing environmental issues in product standards; Second ediƟon 2008. This publicaƟon can be 
found at hƩp://www.iso.org/iso/catalogue_detail.htm?csnumber=41352 
 
6ISO 14021:1999 Environmental labels and declaraƟons -- Self-declared environmental claims (Type II environmental labelling). 
This publicaƟon can be found at hƩp://www.iso.org/iso/catalogue_detail.htm?csnumber=23146  
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mental/public health hot spot, (7) ensure the coverage of one environmental/public health 
hot spot does not come at the expense of another major environmental/ public health hot 
spot. 

 Are transparent about the content of standard itself (i.e., it is readily available in the public 
domain), the standard seƫng process, and the source of funding for facilitaƟng the develop-
ment of the standard. 

 Avoid developing new standards that are duplicaƟve unless there is a compelling need, and 
collaborate with other standard seƫng organizaƟons who are developing similar standards to 
avoid this duplicaƟon. 

 Seek conƟnuous improvement in environmental performance and monitor, evaluate, and 
publicly report on the effecƟveness of the standard in reducing environmental impacts.   

 Interoperability & HarmonizaƟon:  Work with other standard developers and cerƟfiers to har-
monize, where appropriate, with other standards and adopt common metrics, indicators and 
reporƟng frameworks, so that the programs can be compared and assessed. 

 Use verifiers and cerƟfiers that adhere to good pracƟces such as objecƟvity and avoidance of 
conflict of interest, consistency, transparency, and assurance of auditor competence. 

 Specify and control (e.g., through self-cerƟficaƟon, third-party cerƟficaƟon or other licensing 
mechanisms) the way logos and claims may be used. 

 Use a market surveillance system to monitor compliance with standards in the media, on the 
Internet, and in the marketplace.  Have internal complaint resoluƟon mechanisms in stand-
ards seƫng and verificaƟon systems to address complaints or challenges against any given 
system, operaƟon, or product. 

 ParƟcipate in a system that makes it fast and easy for insƟtuƟonal buyers to recognize the 
credibility and legiƟmacy of their standards.7    

 Are compliant with ISO Guide 59 and Annex 3 of WTO regarding Technical Barriers to Trade. 
 Take leadership in surmounƟng the challenges encountered by SDO’s in the development of 

environmental standards within the tradiƟonal world of industrial and product standards.   

 
Mission and principles of the eco-labeling program are stated on the website, and describe the 
extent to which the program is designed to educate consumers and/or improve the environmental 
performance of products.   
 Disclose all financial, anƟtrust, or other significant conflicts of interest with other enƟƟes that 

may be involved in cerƟficaƟon, accreditaƟon, standards development, or endorsement.  
 Standards meet the preferred pracƟces for Developers of Environmental Product Standards in 

this document.  
 Standards fulfill reasonable consumer, insƟtuƟonal buyer and stakeholder expectaƟons gener-

ated by the program’s communicaƟons (e.g., if the name of the label implies that qualifying 
products are holisƟcally green then the standard used by the labeling program must meaning-
fully address all environmental/public health hot spots).  

 Standards are periodically reviewed (no less than every five years) and revised to meet the 
guidelines for Developers of Environmental Product Standards in this document. 

5.  Eco-label Issuers 

7An example of this could be a system allowing standards meeƟng these preferred pracƟce guidelines to use a mark disƟnguish-
ing them from standards that do not meet preferred pracƟces; this mark could be the environmental equivalent of the “©” sym-
bol for copyright or the “™” symbol for trademark. 
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 CommunicaƟons meet FTC Guides for the Use of Environmental Claims, are truthful and evi-
dence based (including criƟques of compeƟng eco labels and standards) 

 The eco-labeling program parƟcipates in a system consistent with the preferred pracƟces for 
Developers of Environmental Product Standards in this document.8   

 VerificaƟon and surveillance systems meet the preferred pracƟces for Developers of Environ-
mental Product Standards in this document.   

 VerificaƟons system  has effecƟve traceability or  chain-of-custody procedures where this is 
necessary to ensure qualified products meet the standard 

 Periodically conducts program performance measurement and program evaluaƟon consistent 
with the preferred pracƟces for Developers of Environmental Product Standards in this docu-
ment 

 The following are easily found on the program’s website: program’s mission and governing 
principles; standards; method used to verify products meet the standard; method used to en-
sure the label is used only in associaƟon with products meeƟng the standard; the list of manu-
facturers, retailers and other organizaƟons parƟcipaƟng in the program; partner agreements; 
list of qualifying products; costs, and program performance measurement and evaluaƟon re-
ports.  

 

 Establish criteria for auditors that require ISO 19011 or equivalent, and means of evaluaƟng auditors to 
these requirements. 

 CerƟfy to publicly available standards. 
 CerƟfier of record is publicly available. 
 Are accredited or otherwise evaluated to be compliant with ISO 65, 170219, or equivalent.   
 Cooperate with standards seƫng organizaƟons to develop monitoring and reporƟng of opera-

tor performance along a common set of indicators and under a common framework so that 
programs can be assessed over Ɵme  

 Employ a market surveillance system to monitor compliance with standards  
 Have internal dispute resoluƟon mechanisms.  The standard seƫng and verificaƟon system is 

designed to address complaints or challenges against any given system, operaƟon, or product 
that is being cerƟfied. 

 

 

 Requires all federal purchasing to recognize standards from organizaƟons, ecolabelers and 
cerƟfiers that meet these preferred pracƟces. 

 Guide businesses and consumer to legiƟmate standards and ecolabels. 

8This could be a system allowing eco-labeling programs meeƟng these guidelines to use a mark to disƟnguish them from 
eco-labels that do not meet preferred pracƟces; for example, this mark could be the environmental equivalent of the “©” 
symbol for copyright or the “™” symbol for trademark. 
 
9ISO 17021, as may be amended or revised as ISO 17065  

6.  CerƟfiers  

7.  Federal Government  
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 Evaluate cerƟfiers’ and standard seƩers’ competence, including program, process, and tech-

nical subject maƩer knowledge, and degree to which these programs and standards address 
the performance across the complete value chain.   

 Are  ISO 17011 compliant 
 Mutually recognize other accreditaƟon bodies operaƟng to the same set of process and per-

formance criteria. 
 Cooperate with a variety of enƟƟes, including internaƟonal accreditaƟon bodies, government 

recogniƟon/ partnership with non-government iniƟaƟves, etc. 
 Accredit eco-labeling programs that meet preferred pracƟces outlined in this document. 
 

 NGOs acƟvely parƟcipate in the standard seƫng process and communicate their support for 
best pracƟces f P 

 Media who succinctly and accurately provide informaƟon sharing with their consƟtuents.  
 UniversiƟes, consultants, and other subject maƩer experts parƟcipate acƟvely in the develop-

ment of the standards  
 UniversiƟes and academics provide research and academic input to other enƟƟes about items 

such as the extent to which standards, cerƟficaƟon systems and communicaƟon tools con-
forms with current research in social and natural sciences;  the extent to which standards im-
prove environmental performance, and how communicaƟon systems such as ecolabels influ-
ence producer or consumer behavior. 

 FoundaƟons build capacity in exisƟng standards by funding development of new standards in 
criƟcal, but non-acƟve environmental, health, or social areas, and by funding informaƟon or 
data infrastructure to increase the uptake of standards and ecolabels. 

 FoundaƟons will encourage recipients of their funds, who are involved with ecolabels, to 
adopt these best pracƟces, and advocate for emerging market cerƟficaƟon to facilitate access 
to new markets. 

 All stakeholders to encourage best pracƟce and standardizaƟon amongst ecolabeling organi-
zaƟons.  

 InformaƟon and data providers to provider standardized plaƞorms and data on ecolabels and 
standards and the products cerƟfied.  

 
NOTE: The OrganizaƟonal Credibility work group recognizes that neither an independent, respected 
body nor a dispute resoluƟon enƟty that meets the principles laid out below currently exists.  Should 
either be created, it is recommended that these pracƟces be followed.  

8.  AccreditaƟon Bodies  

9.  Other Interested Stakeholders   
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 Provides a forum for handling disputes between programs or about the veracity of environmental claims. 
 MiƟgates potenƟal conflicts of interest when standard seƩers and cerƟfiers aƩempt to resolve 

their disputes without the assistance of an authoritaƟve body.  
 Provides dispute resoluƟon services regarding environmental claims to all stakeholders.   
 EnƟty is widely recognized, accepted, and has authority and technical capacity to resolve the dis-

pute.  
 Clarifies and aligns “rules of the game” so disputes are consistently addressed based on prior deci-

sions and interpretaƟons 
 Establishes a Framework, Terms of Reference, and Protocol for: 

 Categories/types of disputes 
 Who may raise a dispute 
 Process for raising a dispute  
 OpƟons for resoluƟon (e.g., mediaƟon, adjudicaƟon, etc.) 
 Status of parƟes over the course of a dispute 
 Possible outcomes and further recourse 
 NoƟficaƟon and reporƟng, and storage of informaƟon 
 AdministraƟon and monitoring of the dispute resoluƟon facility 
 Criteria for mediators, adjudicators, and other assisƟng parƟes 
 Means of educaƟng stakeholders about the existence and use of the dispute resoluƟon 

facility 
 Funding the system   

 

 
 
 Collects, analyzes, and reports on informaƟon about the performance and effecƟveness of eco

-labeling pracƟces. 
 Recognizes and rewards stakeholders that follow preferred ecolabeling pracƟces. 
 Works with stakeholders and ecolabeling programs to promote preferred pracƟces.  
 Tracks the decisions of the Dispute ResoluƟon EnƟty and clarifies the ‘rules of the game’.  
 Provides a centralized coordinated role in bringing together the pracƟces of all the stakehold-

ers in a single voice to key influencers. Will look at potenƟal for conflict of interest between 
cerƟfiers, standard seƩers, and accreditors and issue guidelines as needed. 

 
 
 

 

10.  Dispute ResoluƟon EnƟty   

11.  Independent and Respected or CoordinaƟng EnƟty (generic term 
referring to an organizaƟon that has broad authority and legiƟmacy) 
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Next Steps 
 

The GPR plans to pilot test the informaƟon included within this table by Members represenƟng differ-
ent enƟƟes within the GPR.  In addiƟon to learnings that will evolve from the pilots, the GPR will also 
seek informal feedback from the public via the GPR website.  The group anƟcipates the final preferred 
pracƟces document will be available for use by December 2011.  


